Sustainable knowledge management: The role of knowledge management audits by Divyata Sohal (7198190) et al.
Sustainable Knowledge Management: The Role of 
Knowledge Management Audits
Divyata Sohal1, Gillian Ragsdell1, Donald Hislop1, Peter Brown2
1Loughborough University, 2English Institute of Sport
k&im REFER 34 (1) Spring 2018 22
Organisational interest in knowledge management has grown due to its promise 
of delivering strategic competitive advantage. However, the decision to implement 
knowledge management is often followed by the uncertainty of how to do it and 
where to begin (Earl, 2001). A prominent line of inquiry emphasises knowledge audits 
DVDFULWLFDOȴUVWVWHSLQLPSOHPHQWLQJNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWLQRUJDQLVDWLRQVHJ
Liebowitz, 2000; Burnett, et al 2004, 2013; Perez-Soltero, et al, 2006). Knowledge audits are 
LQVWUXPHQWDOLQXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHRUJDQLVDWLRQDOFRQWH[WDQGLGHQWLI\LQJVSHFLȴFFKDQJHV
or improvements that can be made in an organisation’s culture, business processes 
and technological infrastructure to leverage its knowledge for competitive advantage 
%XUQHWWHWDO$VHULHVRIPHWKRGRORJLHVDQGFDVHVWXGLHVKDVEHHQSUHVHQWHGLQ
the literature discussing the application of knowledge audits in practice (e.g., Burnett, et 
al 2004, 2013; Perez-Soltero, et al, 2006; Cheung, et al 2007). Here, the focus is predominantly 
centred on a systematic assessment of the organisation’s knowledge resources, that is, 
what knowledge is available, what is needed and how it is being created, captured, stored 
and shared. Knowledge audits thus involve a gap analysis between the organisation’s 
FXUUHQWDQGLGHDONQRZOHGJHFDSDELOLW\UHVXOWLQJLQUHFRPPHQGDWLRQVIRUVSHFLȴF
knowledge management solutions. 
A review of the wider knowledge management literature, and indeed the practice of 
knowledge management in the real world, suggests that this approach may be too simplistic. 
Despite apparent implications for changes in the organisation’s culture and business 
processes, the existing knowledge audit case studies fail to include a comprehensive 
GLVFXVVLRQRQKRZDXGLWȴQGLQJVFDQOHDGWRWKHVXFFHVVIXOGHVLJQDQGLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRI
integrated knowledge management initiatives, aligned to the organisation’s core strategy. 
$QLQWHJUDWHGNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWH΍RUWLVZDUUDQWHGRZLQJWRWKHFRPSOH[LW\
LQKHUHQWLQWKHȴHOG6SHFLȴFDOO\H΍HFWLYHNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWZRXOGEHQHȴWIURPD
complex interplay of organisational culture, structure, technology, people and knowledge 
resources (Bhatt, 2001; Becerra-Fernandez and Sabherwal, 2001; Gold et al 2001; du Plessis, 
2007). Moreover, successful knowledge management implementation is likely to involve 
carefully navigating through various strategic, cultural, human and political issues posing 
as potential hindrances and enablers in the organisation’s context (Dufour and Steine, 2007). 
7KLVVXJJHVWVWKDWNQRZOHGJHDXGLWVDVDFULWLFDOȴUVWVWHSWRZDUGVNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQW
implementation, should also be conducted as an integrated and holistic process. Such 
an approach should include a study of the wider critical success factors, in addition to 
highlighting the knowledge management needs and gaps in the organisation’s knowledge 
capability. Subsequently, the audit would then extend to include the design of integrated 
NQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWH΍RUWVDQGVXLWDEOHSURYLVLRQVIRUWKHLULPSOHPHQWDWLRQ
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$VSHFLȴFNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWDXGLWPHWKRGRORJ\LVSURSRVHGWRDGGUHVVWKHVHJDSVLQ
the theoretical and practical study of knowledge audits (Figure 1). Some key principles of the 
methodology include: 
• Emphasis on the researcher’s embeddedness in the context, working in 
collaboration with the knowledge manager over a sustained period, as 
opposed to the snapshot evaluation evident in most KA case studies, to 
enable a holistic exploration of multiple factors in the context. 
• Emphasis on an iterative approach to data collection and analysis to 
progressively develop an understanding of the context as well as improve the 
SUDFWLFHRINQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQW6SHFLȴFDOO\SKDVHVRIGDWDFROOHFWLRQ
UHȵHFWLRQDQGDFWLRQZHUHFRQGXFWHGLQDF\FOLFDOPDQQHULQFROODERUDWLRQZLWK
the knowledge manager to facilitate improvements in learning and practice of 
knowledge management. 
• Emphasis on the holistic inquiry of multiple factors in the organisation’s 
FRQWH[WWRIDFLOLWDWHWKHLQWHJUDWLRQRINQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWH΍RUWVLQWKH
organisation’s core operations and enhance their success and sustainability. 
Figure 1: Knowledge management audit methodology 
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Figure 1 illustrates the various phases in the methodology that embodied these key principles. 
The model depicts the iterative cycles of data collection, analysis and the following actions 
to progressively develop a holistic understanding of the context and improve the practice 
RINQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWLQWKHRUJDQLVDWLRQ7KHPHWKRGRORJ\DOORZHGIRUVXɝFLHQW
ȵH[LELOLW\WRHYROYHLQUHVSRQVHWRWKHG\QDPLFRUJDQLVDWLRQDOFRQWH[WDQGWKHUHVHDUFKHUȇV
FULWLFDOUHȵHFWLRQV$VDUHVXOWLWZLOOEHIXUWKHUPRGLȴHGLQOLJKWRIWKHOHVVRQVOHDUQWIURPWKH
experiences gained in the case study organisation. 
The methodology was implemented at a UK high-performance sport institute, with the 
aim of understanding the organisation’s needs and informing the practice of knowledge 
management. The embeddedness of the researcher as well as the iterative approach were 
instrumental in highlighting the structural complexity of the organisation, and various 
strategic and political issues in the wider high-performance system that proved to be the 
PRVWVLJQLȴFDQWEDUULHUVWRH΍HFWLYHNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQW7KHFROODERUDWLYHUHODWLRQVKLS
with the knowledge manager was crucial in informing the strategic focus of knowledge 
management for the institute, as well as the design of various knowledge management 
VROXWLRQVWRDGGUHVVVSHFLȴFRUJDQLVDWLRQDOQHHGV)LQDOO\DSSOLFDWLRQRINQRZOHGJH
PDQDJHPHQWFRQFHSWVVSHFLȴFWRWKHVSRUWFRQWH[WZHUHLGHQWLȴHGZKLFKFRXOGKDYH
implications for developing the practice of knowledge management in sport. 
It is evident in the knowledge management literature that there is no one recipe for success, 
and no single way to manage an organisation’s knowledge. What is needed is a careful study 
RIWKHVSHFLȴFRUJDQLVDWLRQDOFRQWH[WWRLQIRUPNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWH΍RUWVURRWHGLQWKH
organisational needs and aligned to their wider business strategy. Such a needs analysis is 
H[SHFWHGWRHQKDQFHWKHVXFFHVVDQGVXVWDLQDELOLW\RIWKHNQRZOHGJHPDQDJHPHQWH΍RUWV
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